PROCEEDINGS OF THE INTERNATIONAL
CRISIS AND RISK COMMUNICATION CONFERENCE
MARCH 7-9, 2022. ORLANDO FL, USA

Evolution and Effectiveness of the
Governmental Risk and Crisis Communication
on Twitter in the COVID-19 Pandemic:
The Case of Switzerland
Albena Björck

ZHAW School of Management and Law
Winterthur, Switzerland
Audra Diers-Lawson

Kristiania University College
Oslo, Norway
Felix Dücrey

ZHAW School of Management and Law
Winterthur, Switzerland
Abstract: The Covid-19 pandemic has challenged the risk and crisis communication capabilities of governmental
authorities: A new global phenomenon had to be managed and explained on a national and local level to protect public
health. In the form of a single case study, the current research investigates this complex event as a cumulative crisis, the
evolution of the communication strategies, and the effectiveness of messaging using Twitter in the context of
Switzerland. The study identifies improvement potential in existing theoretical frameworks and provides a method for
governmental authorities to track and assess their communication efforts.
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INTRODUCTION
While a pandemic as a crisis type has been investigated in the past, the magnitude and complexity of the global COVID19 crisis is a new phenomenon. A pandemic develops very dynamically over an extended period in the form of waves but
without any clear pattern. As a result, different and new communication needs arise that challenge established risk and
emergency communication models. During the COVID-19 pandemic, risk and crisis communication by government
authorities was an important tool to stop the spread of the virus and protect public health [1]. Social media, especially
Twitter, played a crucial role because it reached many people with vital information quickly and in real-time. The
research on Twitter’s use for crisis and risk communication has been developing for some years [2], [3], [4]. But only a
handful of studies have investigated governmental authorities’ social media usage in the context of this pandemic [5], [6].
This study aims to analyze the development phases of the COVID-19 pandemic, the effectiveness of the risk and
crisis communication strategy of the Swiss governmental authorities on Twitter, and the strategy evolvement over time.
Besides an in-depth account of the Swiss context, the study provides a method to assess the communication efforts and
recommends adaptations to the existing theoretical frameworks. This study is the first application of the risk and crisis
communication models in the Swiss context.
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THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
A pandemic is a large-scale outbreak of an infectious disease, which spreads over a wide geographic area and results in
increased morbidity and mortality and causes severe social, economic, and political disruption [7]. A unique characteristic
of the COVID-19 pandemic is its cumulative nature: it continuously changes its variables through self-enforcement [8].
During a health crisis, the public requires clear and transparent information provided by responsible public institutions,
such as health authorities [9]. During a health crisis, social media public use increases, which prompts governments and
health authorities to use this channel more actively [10]. Among all social media platforms, Twitter is perceived as a
highly credible medium because of its predominant use as a channel for news and as a forum [11].
To analyze the communication strategy and the effectiveness of the messaging during the first two waves of the
pandemics this study combines the CERC and IDEA models. The CERC (Crisis and Emergency Risk Communication)
model looks at a crisis event as a largely predictable situation, evolving in five phases (pre-event, initial event,
maintenance, resolution, and evaluation) and characterized by different communication needs and communication
strategies. In previously conducted research [12] it was found that social media was used to increase awareness in the
pre-crisis phase, share information and create transparency in the initial phase, and provide mental health support and
recovery policy information in the maintenance phase [6].
According to the IDEA (Internalization, Distribution, Explanation, and Action) model, messages are constructed
strategically and include affective and cognitive learning to achieve behavioral change [13]. An effective message
includes four elements – internalization, distribution, explanation, and action – so that comprehension, self-efficacy, and
desired behavioral intention increase and enhance communication effectiveness [14]. As shown in previous research,
when messages extensively focused on the element of explanation [15], [16], [17], then the disseminated messages were
failing to integrate the element of internalization and action to create effectiveness.
METHODS
This study uses a single case study and a mixed-method approach including chronological analysis, theory-driven
quantitative codebook analysis of 1’192 Twitter messages as well as semi-structured qualitative interviews with
international academic scholars and business experts. The case study was developed within four steps: In step one, the
daily reported infection cases were taken as key quantities to determine the start and end of each wave. In step two,
subphases of the crisis were defined to analyze the communication strategy. In step three, the collected Twitter messages
have been allocated to the specific subphase and analyzed through quantitative content analysis, based on a theory-driven
codebook operationalizing the elements of the IDEA and CERC models. A statistical analysis was performed to identify
how the different categories were present during the different phases of the pandemic. In the last step, the comparison of
the results from both waves allowed studying the evolution of communication strategy and its effectiveness. In addition
to the quantitative content analysis, semi-structured expert interviews were conducted aiming to verify the findings and
get further insights regarding the research questions.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
PANDEMIC EVOLUTION
The Covid-19 pandemic represents a unique case, where the existing crisis life-cycle models do not fully apply and do
not consider its cumulative and dynamic nature. Waves develop without a clear pattern, making it difficult to generalize
and theorize pandemic phases within a model. In this study, each wave was defined as one individual crisis, making it
possible to use the definition of the phases of the CERC model. The pre-crisis, initial, and maintenance phases seemed to
be suitable for the COVID-19 pandemic whereby the name of the initial phase must be changed to suit the pandemic
context into the first and second outbreak phases. According to the findings, a complete resolution phase has not yet
entered into force because shortly after the flattening of the curve at the end of the first wave, the numbers went straight
back up. Furthermore, the pandemic has never entered the post-crisis phase until this study’s completion.
Our research suggests that new phases definition is essential to analyze the pandemic's dynamic nature and respective
communication. The results show that in a pandemic wave, the boundaries between the individual phases fade away,
which contradicts existing models that see the phases as completed elements that follow a clear pattern [18], [9]. As a
result, the phases of the CERC model should be defined more flexibly to accommodate the needs in future crises.
CRISIS COMMUNICATION STRATEGY EVOLUTION
The Swiss government's communication strategy on Twitter was broadly consistent with the CERC model in the
different phases, except for the pre-crisis phase. According to the CERC model, the communication in the pre-crisis
phase should focus on risk, warning, and preparation messages [9], whereas the Swiss government primarily focused on
uncertainty reduction (79%) and reassurance (46%) messages. This lack of risk, warning, and preparation information
was as well identified in other studies [5], [12] and can potentially be explained through the scientific uncertainty and
novelty associated with COVID-19.
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The tweets of the Swiss government in the maintenance phase of the first wave provided ongoing communication of
reassurance, uncertainty reduction, and efficacy messages as suggested in the literature [9]. However, a considerable
proportion of the tweets (28%) included resolution messages. This was primarily due to the government's efforts to
prepare the public for the "new normal" by providing information about possible opening steps and the potential lifting of
measures. As stated by the interviews, a lift of measures should not be communicated too early, especially in the
unpredictable context of the COVID-19 pandemic, because the government will lose credibility if the numbers increase
again. According to [19], this loss of credibility results in lower communication effectiveness. The communication of the
Swiss government has experienced this learning during the maintenance phase of the second outbreak phase. According
to [20], the communication in the resolution stage aims to foster recovery and promote change. In elongated crises,
fatigue can set in among the population [20], leading to a lack of compliance with measures and a decline in risk
perception. To increase awareness and understanding of the still-present threat, the government maintained and even
strengthened the measures.
A new element, not yet explicitly included in the CERC Model, has emerged – economic support measures. The
Swiss economy was severely affected by the consequences of the pandemic, and therefore the government regularly
posted information on Twitter about aid packages and support measures for affected industries. Furthermore, it was stated
by the experts that the CERC model is designed too individualistic for the pandemic context and needs to look at the
individual as part of the society because social status and pressure become crucial factors for communication.
COMMUNICATION EFFECTIVENESS EVOLUTION
The study shows, that the Swiss government did not follow the IDEA model and mainly emphasized explanation
(89%), then action (66%), and finally internalization (22%). This distribution was identified throughout all phases of the
first two waves. The overrepresentation of explanation was also identified in other research [16], [17], [15]. This finding
can be connected to the novelty and the dynamic nature of the threat, and that information about the current situation
must be constantly updated [21].
In most phases, the element of internalization was underrepresented. In the first wave, it has significantly decreased
from 42% in the pre-crisis phase to 11% in the maintenance phase. In the second wave, internalization accounted for 28%
of the messages in the second outbreak phase and then decreased to 21% for the other two subphases. Crisis
communication messages that offer explanation and action elements but do not include internalization often fail to
achieve compliance, because they are either ignored or not sustained [15]. The lack of internalization messages could
have potentially led to failing people to understand, motivate, and implement necessary protection measures.
In the category of action elements, a new type emerged: some protection measures were imposed as regulations, such
as the ban of events, people gatherings, and mandatory mask-wearing. The study suggests that this new type of action be
included in the IDEA model to help communicators to create a more effective learning effect. Furthermore, the interview
findings suggest limitations of the model: psychological factors, such as trust and the influence of responsibility are not
considered, but they have played a key role in the communication during the pandemic.
CONCLUSION
This study contributes to the existing risk and crisis communication literature and practice in various ways. First, it offers
an approach for pandemic analysis: a wave can be subdivided into subphases. Second, these new trajectories of crisis
development require higher flexibility and adaptability of the theoretical models. Third, new communication needs
require the integration of new categories into the models. For the CERC model, reassurance messages must include
economic support measures. For the IDEA model, mandatory measures should complete individual voluntary response
measures. Fourth, this study offers a method for governments to evaluate and increase the effectiveness of their risk and
crisis communication. Social media is becoming a key communication channel and governments need to understand how
to use it effectively. As the results showed, the Swiss government should deliver essential risk and warning messages so
the public in the pre-crisis phase as well as emphasize internalization and personal relevance to enhance the effectiveness
of communication to achieve behavioral change. Since crises with the extent of the COVID-19 pandemic are likely to
occur in the future, these learnings are an important source of resilience.
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